It has only recently been discovered that the likely origin of some of the world's most important fruit crops, such as apples, apricots and walnuts, lie in a small region of forests in central Asia. The region is home to more than 300 wild fruit and nut species but this unique genetic resource is under major threat, according to a new report which estimated that 90 per cent of this woodland has been destroyed over the past 50 years.
The original apple, apricot and walnut are amongst 50 species now considered endangered in a report by the charity Flora and Fauna International (FFI) in collaboration with Botanic Gardens Conservation International.
The Red List* of trees in central Asia identifies 44 tree species in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan as threatened with extinction.
Notable among them is Kazakhstan's wild apple, Malus sieversii, which researchers at the University of Oxford recently concluded to be the ancestor of all apple varieties in cultivation today.
It is thought that as the wild apples were bred and crossed they gradually spread west along the Silk Road, the trading highway that linked Europe with Asia. This process was also thought to have happened with the wild apricot, Armanica vulgaris, from which all current varieties stem.
The Red List identifies overexploitation, human development, pests and diseases, overgrazing, desertification and fires as the main threat to forests in the region, while Features a lack of financial resources and infrastructure since the break-up of the Soviet Union has also had a negative impact.
Owing to the often fragmented, mountainous geography of the landscape, the genetic diversity these plants display is exceptionally high and could prove vital in the development of new disease-resistant or climate-tolerant fruit varieties. FFI is already working in Kyrgyzstan to save and restore one of the most highly threatened apple species, Malus niedzwetkyana, as part of its global trees campaign. Only 111 individuals of this species are known to survive in Kyrgyzstan and the species features on the Red List as 'endangered' -the second highest category of threat.
FFI is also working with local communities and government forest services in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to encourage sustainable use and Many fruit tree species in a recently discovered Asian garden of Eden are increasingly endangered. Nigel Williams reports.
Fruit heartland threatened
Asian roots: Many fruit varieties on sale worldwide, as in this market in Inverness Street, north London, owe their origins to unique forests in central Asia. (Photo: Mary Devane.) more effective protection for forest resources, including providing training for community groups and grants for eco-friendly small businesses to assist local livelihoods.
Central Asia is a region of contrasting landscapes. In the west it is dominated by the barren, rocky Ustyrt Plateau and the vast Turan Plain with the Kara-Kum desert in the south and the Kyzyi-Kum desert in the centre.
The name of Kazakhstan's former capital, Almaty, means 'the father of apples'. The long association of humans with apples in the region is demonstrated by the lack of distinction between some of the wild species and their cultivated varieties.
Although the region is largely arid, a number of large rivers, such as the Amu-Darya and the Syr-Darya, flow down from the mountains and are responsible for the verdant, fertile valleys that today are intensively cultivated.
"The political and economic collapse of the Soviet Union between 1989 and 1991 has had a profound effect on the central Asian countries, with consequences including war and civil unrest," the report says. "The ensuing sharp economic decline has had a huge impact on people's lives in the region, with nature conservation and environmental protection subsequently receiving low priority."
However, the people of the region have always had a strong association and dependency on the forests to provide firewood, timber and food. The name of Kazakhstan's former capital, Almaty, means 'the father of apples'. The long association of humans with apples in the region is demonstrated by the lack of distinction between some of the wild species and their cultivated varieties, the report says.
The majority of protected areas urgently need "effective management of biodiversity and law enforcement," the report says. Two sets of British geographers clashed last month at the Royal Geographical Society (RGS) in a fierce dispute about the future of their discipline -should it be about exploration, or about academic study? The society was backed to continue its support for academic studies over major explorations.
More than 300 fellows and members of the RGS met at the west London headquarters to argue over the controversial call for the RGS to resume the big expeditions for which it was once a byword, and which have now been abandoned.
The walls of the society carry portraits of memorable explorersLivingstone, Stanley, Scott, Shackleton, Armstrong and Fiennes -and many members believed the future of the society lay with a reversal in its current policy of support for small targeted scientific expeditions and a return to the major expeditions of the past.
The veteran broadcaster, David Attenborough, in a book to celebrate 150 years of the society in 1980, paid tribute to the history of British explorers in a foreword. "These men filled in the blanks on the maps and were followed by those who observed, measured, surveyed, sketched and collected until no substantial part of the Earth's surface was unmapped." But, after a debate, the motion was defeated. The argument had been seen as a fight for the basis of the RGS, between those who felt that largescale exploration should be its true purpose, and those who felt that times had changed, and it should now be an essentially academic institution.
"Now the shape of the landscape is known, the need is to discover exactly what animals and plants live on it, what rocks it is made of and what are the processes that are continuing to shape it. The work requires the skills of a multitude of specialists and so the society has been sending out a new kind of expedition," wrote Attenborough.
Since a merger in 1995 with the Institute of British Geographers, which represented university geography staff, the RGS has consciously abandoned its own large-scale multi-disciplinary expeditions in favour of supporting smaller academic research projects by other institutions. This has met with growing and heated opposition from exploration-minded members of the society, which, after a campaign of several months, came to a climax last month with a resolution at a special general meeting calling on the RGS to mount its big expeditions once again.
The row has split the society with the council, led by Gordon Conway, chief scientist at the Department for International Development, opposed to the restoration of big expeditions on the grounds that they would take funding away from other projects, and the time for them has passed.
"Fellows of the Royal
Geographical Society have voted decisively to support the society's present policy of funding a wide range of research projects and scientific expedition."
The supporters of resuming the expeditions -who include some of Britain's most famous current explorers such as Ranulph Fiennes and John Blashford Snell -believe they are more vital han ever.
But Attenborough wrote in the anniversary book: "I was fortunate to be invited to lead one of these new multi-disciplinary expeditions in 1977-78 to Mulu in Sarawak, Malaysia. The pioneering work done by the 115 scientists who came and went during 15 months in the field, researching every aspect of the richest environment on Earth, has often been cited as the trigger of global concern about rainforests."
After the meeting, the society issued a statement: "Fellows of the Royal Geographical Society have voted decisively to support the society's present policy of funding a wide range of research projects and scientific expeditions."
The society's president, Gordon Conway said: "The vote of confidence in the society's policy and leadership means that we will continue to support research and scientific expeditions with a wide range of grants, as one of the many ways of delivering our charter objective of advancing geographical science in a way fit for the twenty-first century."
Major explorations remain off the menu for one society. Nigel Williams reports.
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